Abstract This article proposes to reassess Orson Welles's Othello (1951) 
The Hearts of Age
Precious few words have been written about Orson Welles's early experimental film, The Hearts of Age (1934, co-directed with William Vance) , the first film of America's then 19-year-old wunderkind. Typically, the eight-minute black-and-white film is framed in terms based on Welles's own claim that the work was essentially a joke. In interviews with filmmaker Peter Bogdanovich, Welles suggested to read Hearts as persiflage on modern and surreal cinema such as Un chien andalou (Luis Buñuel, 1929) or as a parody of The Blood of a Poet (Jean Cocteau, 1930) . Critical reflections mention in passing that there appears blackface in the film, only then to move swiftly on to its formal features and the attempt to integrate the work into Welles's oeuvre and in film history more broadly. Consider this assessment, by Brian L. Frye, as recently as 2006:
As a parody of Cocteau, [the film is] an abject failure […] But its ghoulish make-up, mechanical acting, off-kilter compositions and frantic montage quite successfully parody German Expressionism [… and] the structure of the montage sequences recalls Eisenstein's The Battleship Potemkin (1925) , repeating actions and fracturing motions. (Frye, 2006: 
para.7)
In terms of narrative content, the film is read as a universal or personal 'parable of mortality' (Frye, 2006: para. 9 
):
The little film tells in a strange, surreal way of Death (played by Welles in grotesque old-age makeup as a kind of grinning joker) and how he comes to beckon the old lady ... to her grave. (Bogdanovich in Posner, 2001, p. 141) However, Welles gave his historical parable a specifically US American twang. Where Welles scholar Joseph McBride suggests that the film presents 'a mélange of styles, the conglomeration of postures both congenial and unassimilated, a vigorous, unguarded, personal approach to even the most second-hand of ideas and motifs' (qtd in Frye, 2006: para. 6; my emphasis). Hearts in fact presents a culturally specific vision of death. It is remarkable that these evaluations ignore how the presence of blackface in the film provides a targeted reference to US-American media history, and that its appearance in Hearts, alongside the motif of lynching and symbols of a deadly whiteness, gives a racial subtext to the theme of death.
What happens in this little black-and-white film is the following: a man in black-face [pulls] the bell rope, with the old lady on the roof above him […] We see a hand spinning a globe in close-up and then a striking shot […] a gray tombstone, dizzily tilted, with a shadow hand creeping up it and beckoning with a long finger [… this white] character is […] making a choking gesture with his cane for the man in black-face. (McBride, 1976 : 100-01; my emphasis)
What is omitted in analyses such as this one is the fact that this creeping shadow turned white, because the shot is in negative, and that this whiteness is connoted with the symbols of lynching, from the choking gesture onwards: 'From the smiling Death, Welles cuts to a skull, to a yanking rope, to a pair of feet hanging in mid-air, and to the head of the black-faced bellringer.' (Gottesman, 1976: 102) After the white man, interpreted as Death, makes a choking gesture to the person in blackface, there is a sequence which intersperses the shouting faces of this figure and the (white) old lady with the person in blackface, ending in an image of a skull and the blackfaced character dangling from the rope. Then there is a shot of a skull in negative, so that the skull is black.
Moreover, hints at a sexualised relation between the blackface figure and the old lady presage the theme of miscegenation -a word to describe the 'mixing of races': as the figure in blackface is yanking the rope, the old lady is 'riding' the bell in a lascivious movement, as a string of men, looped in the editing, appear to beckon or proposition her.
In the following, I suggest that Hearts should be reconsidered as a very specifically placed allegory which should be contextualised and read within US race relations. This intertextual reading of the use of racial themes in Hearts will illuminate the understanding of Welles's use of blackface and whiteness in his later, controversially interpreted Othello (Welles, 1951) . Offering important thematic precursors, Hearts will take its place, alongside Welles's seminal Citizen Kane (1941) in my intertextual analysis, which seeks to demonstrate how Welles highlighted critical themes already present in Shakespeare's source text, translating them into cinematic means that critically intervene in contemporary politics.
Such an analysis is supported by biographical information on the director. Robert Stam characterised Welles as a 'premature anti-racist ' (1995: 236) , enumerating examples of Welles's unusually intensive engagement in these matters; and Bill Simon documents Welles's 'imprint' during a politically progressive time, as well as his 'theatrical heteroglossia ' (1989: 9) , demonstrating a vast knowledge of both European and American art, of high and popular culture, which enabled him to move effortlessly between styles and make use of techniques such as blackface purposefully. Such factors predestined Welles to create a version of Othello which highlights not only critical notions already present in the original, but also establishes a link to current politics via US media history.
Colour Politics: Blackface
The blackface used in Hearts and Othello points to its origin in so-called minstrel shows. Alongside vaudeville and amusement parks such as Coney Island, minstrelsy was one of the most popular forms of entertainment in America of the nineteenth century, demonstrating how the development of American media history is closely interrelated with its racial past.
i In minstrel shows, the actors' faces were painted with charcoal, their mouths exaggerated in clownish red, and their performances melodramatically exalted (one origin of the later silent film acting style). Possibly the first genuinely American media format, the shows featured stereotypes of African-Americans, such as the eye-rolling 'plantage blackie' and the lazy urban dandy. Where the 'happy-go-lucky darky' loves watermelons, fried chicken, and dancing, the dandified 'coon' attempts, in vain, to pass as white. Both types demonstrate 'aberrant' sexual behaviour, an uncivilised drive that needs to be controlled. In minstrelsy, fear of a 'nigger rebellion' and loss of racial(/sexual) privilege is evoked and symbolically neutralised, affirming the superiority and identity of white supremacy. Minstrel shows are considered as one of the cultural mechanisms of the 'melting pot' construct, which allowed European immigrants to 'become' Americans: to shift the boundary away from the European distinctions between ethnic or religious groups such as Irish and English, and towards the construct of different human races, ii a system wherein white people take the highest position.
From a biological perspective, this system is based on a false premise, namely the notion of separate human races:
Modern-day scientists tell us that whites and blacks have more genes in common than the ones that distinguish them -the variability between the average white and the average black, in genetic makeup and physical appearance, is less than the variability within each group. (Delgado and Stefancic, 1997: 13)
Only a small number of genes contribute to skin colour, which is, moreover, inherited independently of other characteristics typically used to differentiate between races, such as hair texture (Delgado and Stefancic, 1997: 13). Our obsession with and markers for race are psychological, not scientific.
The negative connotations of blackness are deeply rooted in the English language. Already in the early sixteenth century, variations of 'blackness' express a link between blackness and hell, evil, sin, and dirt; words such as 'blackmail', 'look black', or 'black magic' contrast with harmless 'white lies' or the innocence of a 'white vest'.
iii Shakespeare's play is soaked through with plays on these expressions. The terms black/white, and fair/dark are frequently set into contrast in a way that Newman characterises as rhetorical miscegenation' (1994: 126). Welles's film emphasises this contrast through cinematic means: from filming in black and white, the choice of costumes, fades to white, his much-commented play on shadows and patterns such as latticed fences, to high noon lighting, which often divides even faces in two.
Some critics have interpreted this emphasis on the black/white discourse in negative terms. Welsh claims that the film reduces the racial theme of the original to aesthetic and technical bravour, 'anatomizing of the politics of representation' and 'deracializing race, reducing the murderous conflict of black and white to a geometric-cinematographic grid ' (2002: 190 
Othello, the Moor of Venice
While the film's perspective is not clearly attributed to any one character throughout, the eponymous title character is clearly a figure of sympathy, The fact that Welles portrays Othello in minstrelsy make-up emphasises rather than hides the mask. Welles's own skin -invisible but known -is a constant reminder of the surface, the performance, a disruption of any illusion, turning Frantz Fanon's concept of 'black skin/white mask' on its head. In Fanon, this dichotomy expresses the divided self-perception of black people who, having interiorised the notion of their native culture as inferior, try to imitate the culture of the coloniser (Fanon, 1967: passim) . In Welles's use, the blackface expresses sympathy and solidarity, rather than cultural appropriation, an analysis supported by the contextualisation of the film in the director's oeuvre. In both cases, Welles uses brown-and blackfacing of well-known whiteskinned men 'to tease our perception of racial tropes'. As Othello's face becomes increasingly darker, the film visualises Iago's success at injecting a racist and misogynist discourse in Othello's self-image, signalling again our proximity to Othello's perspective. Iago convinces Othello not only that Desdemona is unfaithful but that she must in fact betray himbecause he is black, Desdemona's love, as far as it existed, was undeserved and must be lost. Again, the film runs alongside Othello's emotional state, as the film's body, too, darkens: 'once Iago's plot begins to take hold, darkness spreads into almost every frame.' (Rosenthal, 2000: 9) The film visualises Othello's fractured identity further through distorted and twisted images, culminating in a broken mirror.
Only in Venice, during the happiest moments between Desdemona and Othello, are there shades of grey in the film -a reflection of a time when the racist pulls and perceptions were not yet separating the lovers. In contrast to the city topography of Venice, in Cyprus, sea and skies are wide and towering over tiny humans (Jorgens, 1977: 24) , and the lovers are seen more and more at a physical distance. Desdemona's hair is another expression of the lovers' situation. Where her Venice hairstyle is set in a complicated coiffure, her hair is initially worn open on Cyprus, and caught in a fishnet at the end. Concurrent with the increasing spatial distance between the lovers, claustrophobia spreads through the film: shadows creep over threatening, massive walls, giant empty rooms seem to weigh down on their inhabitants, images of domes and cellars dominate, a confusing topography of inner rooms is threaded through with visual imagery of meandering nets, lattices, close-meshed networks, representing Iago's traps. These motifs -the trap, the net, and the cagethread throughout the film. In one of last images, the camera ogles Othello from above, as 'Respectable citizens peer down on [Othello] through an open dome as if he were an ape in a cage' (Rothwell, 1999: 78 
Colour Politics: Whiteness
Continuing the argument that the film must be read through the racial prism of US. history, the casting of the Irish actor Micheál MacLiammóir to portray Iago offers an interesting intertext. In the racial hierarchies of the nineteenth century, the 'Irish race' or the 'black Irish' were ranked along with or just barely above black people.
The discrimination against the Irish on the basis of 'race science' highlights how much the notion of race is a historically, culturally and socially fluctuating category. It is exactly that kind of invisible normativity which Whiteness Studies strive to make visible. Where the play alludes to a number of possible reasons for Iago's hatred -such as jealousy or vindictiveness for having been passed over a promotion -no motive at all is offered in the film. Iago's hostility seems without cause or end, or as an end in itself, a racism that offers emotional stability.
Our first image of Iago is his reflection in the water, as he says, paradigmatically, 'I am not what I am': he is and is not his surface image. In contrast to this controlled and strategic use of appearances, Desdemona's whiteness corresponds to that of an empty, untouched or virginal canvasand when Othello believes her to be 'soiled' by unfaithful sexual relations, she loses the protective sheen of this whiteness. Already in the play, Desdemona seems to present a foil for the phantasies of others: 'In a male world of "reputation," "honour," [and] competitiveness [… Desdemona's] human capacities for trust, sympathy and self-effacement are disregarded and demeaned, while false images of lust and promiscuousness are foisted upon her.' (White, 1986: 89) In Welles's film, Desdemona seems defenceless against the inscriptions, phantasies and accusations of the men around her. Played by the alabaster-white Suzanne Cloitier, Welles's Desdemona appears emphatically childlike and naive. Gone are those parts of the play where Desdemona plays an active part in the relationship with Othello, or where she describes a pragmatic vision of a long, sexually fulfilled life that contrasts with Othello's romantic reveries. The scene in which Desdemona attempts to reassure Othello about his perceived rival Cassio provides a good example for how the film translates the perceptions foisted upon her. As Desdemona claims to use her influence on Cassio on behalf of Othello, the wind presses her white dress tightly onto her body, highlighting a sexual silhouette whose curvatures seem to belie her words.
Miscegenation
Several scholars of the play highlight the historical contingency of misogynistic patriarchy and racial supremacy; 'woman' and 'coloured' inhabit the same othered, non-normative space. Feminine sexuality and blackness represent the feared other: 'femininity is not opposed to blackness and monstrosity, as white is to black, but identified with the monstrous, an identification that makes miscegenation doubly fearful.' (Newman, 1994: 126) The false accusations against Othello and Desdemona run parallel: 'The play is structured around a significant link between Othello's attempts to prove his wife a whore and Iago's efforts to prove the rational general an irrational Moor.' (Bartels, 1990 : 447) However, while Othello participates in the stereotypical inscription of his wife, she treats him as she perceives him to be, not as her sociocultural milieu and paternal upbringing would tell her. xi Although Othello initially wishes to be 'free and bounteous' to his wife, he increasingly limits her voice. Desdemona 'is trapped in a world where the sinister advice of Iago […] "be a man!" […] draws our attention to the dominant creed, a world where the woman must satisfy the man in all activities or be denounced like [Iago's wife] as a shrew (White, 1986: 84) . Initially Othello's ally, his assurance and proof of his integration, Desdemona is made into an 'Other,' a hybrid that cannot stand -as a woman, she is beneath him, as a white person, she carries higher standing. When Othello decides to kill her, he acts in the name of patriarchy -'else she betray more men' -but he also believes to transcend his race by putting her into her place. With the barbarous act of murder, he proves his 'conversion' to the hierarchies of a misogynist white supremacy, killing both the possibility of mixed-race offspring and a sexually desiring female agency. In the popular imagination, miscegenation was presented as a danger presented by the 'black brute', a hypersexualised stereotype of AfricanAmerican men, as lecherously preying on helpless, white women. Against this threat, white women's bodies needed to be protected, as did their possession by white men need preclusion. De facto, it was the rape of black slave women by white slave-owners which created a mixed-race population. The infamous 'one-drop rule' declared any person with 'one drop of "black blood"' as black but this 'rule' and its evocation of the pollution of blood has been applied only in one direction. The 'mixed' children of slave owners and female slaves were in turn enslaved, effectively increasing their father's wealth. While this offspring was at times described as a 'favour to the race', the union of white women and black men was painted as a threat to the purity of white communities.
xii Twice in Othello, a little black or mixed-race boy stands, narratively unexplained, next to Desdemona, as if to remind the viewer of potential future offspring.
In the US, the threat of miscegenation hindered real political and social progress: 'Every form of political and economic equality for blacks was depicted as a threat to white racial purity, responded to with fears of interracial sexuality, and argued against on this basis.' (Delgado and Stefancic, 1997: 141) The 'horror of invasion of black/colored men into white man's territory' (Loomba, 1994: 175) is played out over and alongside the fear of independent female agency and sexuality. Therefore, the 'black rapist myth' effectively stilled a doubled threat, perpetuating 'black animalism while obliterating female agency, and thus simultaneously eras[ing] the two most problematic areas for patriarchal racism -the humanity of the alien race and the active sexuality of women' (Loomba, 1994: 175 Both texts work on our perceptions in order to expose precisely these assumptions as constructs. Surfaces are deceiving: the ostensibly honest Iago turns out to be evil, while Desdemona, who seemed to act suspiciously, turns out to be innocent. The film translates these deceptive appearances not only in objects, mirrors or distorted angles, but literally through 'doubled' faces. Reading Othello intertextually, in reference both to the source text, to Welles's oeuvre and to his actions as a 'premature anti-racist', demonstrates how the film offers not only a felicitous adaptation of daring potential present in Shakespeare's source text, xiii but also a precocious critical intervention set in the context of contemporary racial politics via its references to US media history. In Welles's film, blackface demonstrates that Othello's factual skin colour becomes irrelevant, as soon as he is viewed, or perceives himself, as black, monstrous or abject. And yet the film shows that it is not blackness that is evil but the deathly schemings of a white figure accompanying the death of a black man -not unlike the white figure in Hearts which beckons to kill a black man by lynching. xii Ferber illuminates this paradoxical worldview with some historical detail; for instance, distinctively from British law, these children were defined in line with their mother's origin. xiii Hunter underlines the 'daring theatrical novelty -a black hero' at a time which loved imitation and disregarded originality (1967: 139).
